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OBSERVATIONS on PEMPHIGUS, by STEPHEN 
DICKSON, M. D. .Feffew of the College of Phyficians, 
and- one of the King's Profejfors of Phyjic in the City of 
Dublin, M. R. I. A. &c. 



Vera Experientia nafcitur -e compluribus -Ablercationibus, magna diligentia, attentione & 
cura notatis, quse integrara niorbi hiftoriarn, -cum omnibus -ad -rem .pertinentibus circum- 

ftantiis cwnpk&untur. 

Hoffman. 



JL EMPHIGUS is a difeafe of very rare occurrence, and many Read May 
phyficians in extenfive practice have never met with an inftance l * * 7 
of it. However, fix have fallen within my obfervation, three in 
Scotland, one in England, and two in this kingdom. I men- 
tion this circumftance as an apology for writing on this fubjed: 
Had the fame opportunities occurred to men of more enlarged 
experience, I mould have been {ilent. I am alfo aware that 

uncommon 
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uncommon cafes are not the beft iubje&s for medical inquiry j 
but they often ferve to reflect light on thofe which are more 
ufual ; and befides, whatever affects human nature muft natu- 
rally conciliate our attention. 

Our beft Nofologift, Dr. Cullen, (to whom, by the by, no in- 
ftance of this difeafe ever occurred) has claffed Pemphigus in 
the order of Exanthemata. This clafMcation will certainly 
appear fufliciently proper to thofe who grant this Nofologift 
the latitude he allows himfelf in the arrangement of his ge- 
nera. When the plague and petechial fever are allowed to be 
claffed under different heads, and the thruih and fcarlet fever 
under the fame head, we need not contend about -the place of 
Pemphigus, even though we fhould find it not to be contagious, 
fometimes commencing and continuing without fever, and af- 
fecting perfons more than once in the courfe of their lives. 
Dr. Cullen defcribes this diforder as follows : " A contagious 
" fever, veficles about the fize of an almond appearing on the 
" firft, fecond, or third day of the difeafe, remaining for many 
" days, and at length pouring out a thin ichor*" I propofe to 
amend his defcription in the following manner : A fever y accom- 
panied with the Juccejfive eruption from different parts of the body, 
internal as well as external, of veficles about the fize of an almond, 
•which become turgid with a faintly yellowijh Jerum, and in three or 
four days fub/ide. I fhall only obferve at prefent, that I am 
by no means convinced of this diforder being contagious ; that 
new veficles arife, not only on the firft, fecond, or third, but 
on every day of the difeafe j that I have never known them 
remain for many days ; that the fluid they contain does not 
appear in general to be an ichor or fanies, but a bland, ino- 
dorous, 
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dorous, infipid ferum ; and that inftead of being poured out, it is 
mod commonly abforbed into the fyftem. 

No traces of this difeafe are difcoverable in the writings either 
of the Greeks, Romans or Arabians. 

Bontius, in his account of the medicine of the Egyptians, 
mentions the cafe of his friend Cavallerius, who was feized with 
the epidemic dyfentery that prevailed during the liege in Java, 
by Tommagon Bauraxa, in 1628. His diforder was accompanied 
with the eruption of cuticular veficles, which were filled with 
a greenifh pus, that eroded the fkin underneath, even to the flefh. 
The patient died. It is evident that little can be concluded from 
this brief account. 

Ca.rolus Piso, in his 149th obfervation, accurately depicts the 
genuine pemphigus, as it appeared in the cafe of Egmont de 
Rinach, about 150 years ago at Nantz. He terms it hydatids, 
and fays it occurred to him frequently. But I have reafon to 
fufpect that he confounds under the fame name the chicken pox, 
a flight diforder, in which the fkin is affe&ed, not with fpreading 
veficles, but with fmall puftules. He feems alfo to confound 
with pemphigus fome other erythematous affections ; for he fays 
that thefe watery puftules frequently precede the eruption of the 
itch ; that they fometimes occur without fever, fometimes accom- 
pany continued fever, and fometimes appear in the beginning of 
intermittents. The truth is that Pifo, though an induftrious ob- 
ferver and a candid man, was by no means an acute nofologift. 
His account, however, of the cafe of Egmont de Rinach deferves 
attention, not only as being the firft accurate and authentic de- 

G fcription 
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icription of this difeafe on record, but as pointing out a diverfity 
in the habit of body then accompanying this difeafe from what 
lias been fince met with ; for though Pifo declares that the veficles 
in this cafe fupervened on a putrid fynochus, yet he fays that 
he let blood in the beginning with great advantage, and earneftly 
recommends the fame practice in fimilar cafes. In every inftance, 
jiowever, that I have feen of this diforder, fuch a practice would 
have been plainly improper, if not pernicious. 

The next author who mentions pemphigus is Morton. Speak- 
ing of the difeafes which prevailed in London between 1682 
and 1692, he mentions, among other fevers of a malignant type, 
fome in which watery veficles were fcattered over the head and 
cheft. Thefe fevers however, he fays, were merely fporadic, 
and not propagated by contagion, as in the peftilentlal confti- 
tution. 

For the next authentic * account of pemphigus we are indebt- 
ed to the obfervations of Sauvages. He firft obferved it in the 
hofpital at Montpellier in 1725, in a foldier who fell a victim 
to it. Afterwards he faw five other cafes, chiefly of beggars, or 
other poor people, in all of which acute febrile fymptoms were 
prefent. Twice, however, he faw it unattended with fever. 

Lastly, Dr. Stewart, of Aberdeen (in a letter to Dr. Duncan, 
which is inferted in the Medical Commentaries for 1778) men- 
tions a cafe of pemphigus, which occurred to him in the hofpital 
in that town. A foldier had been ordered to march foon after he 

' * See Culleni Nofol. torn. ii. c. xxxiv. 

had 
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had been feized with the mealies ; the eruption was driven in by 
the cold, and in ten days afterwards the pemphigus appeared. 
The veficles (the largeft of which were fnipped) poured out, at 
firft, a femipellucid ferum, but in the courfe of the difeafe dis- 
charged a bloody ichor. In this cafe the- tendency to putrefaction 
was very ftrong, but the patient recovered by the liberal admi- 
nistration of bark and wine. From this cafe I think we are 
juftified in inferring that the nature of the fluid contained in 
the veficles (however accurately it may be afcertained to be 
a pure ferum in the beginning) may be fo altered in the courfe 
of the difeafe, by its own fermentation, or by admixture with 
other fluids of the body, from their veiTels being broken down, 
that it may at length ceafe to be a diagnoftic fymptom of this 
diforder. 

But no author who has written on the fubject of pemphigus 
has mentioned an extraordinary peculiarity of this diforder, which 
I have obferved in. two inftances ; namely, that the veficles 
have taken poffeflion of the internal parts of the body, and 
proceeded in fucceffion (fome rifing while others decayed) from 
the mouth downwards through the whole furface of the alimen- 
tary canal. 

The firft cafe in which I had the opportunity of obferving 
this lingular and diftreffing fymptom, was that of a woman 
under the care of Dr. Gregory, at the infirmary of Edinburgh, 
in 1783. This woman's menfes had been obftructed for two 
years and an half. During that period fhe had been thrice before 
attacked with the fame diforder, which had each time fupervened 
upon a vomiting of blood. Her ikin was generally cool j and her 

G 2 pulfe 
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pulfe (though weak) never much increafed in frequency. Pe- 
ruvian bark and wine were adminiftered to her liberally. By 
thefe and other occafional remedies fhe recovered. 

The other cafe, in which veficles appeared to have been form- 
ed internally, occurred to me lately in this town. I fhall re- 
late the particulars of it, as I think it worthy of obfervation. 

'■ ■ '■■ ■ " , aged twenty-three, of a delicate form and fanguine 
temperament, the wife of a man in tolerably good circumftan- 
ces, and who had been about a fortnight ill of a low fever, 
was feized (after having fuffered much fatigue in attending her 
hufband) with pains in her back, head ach, and tendency to vo- 
mit. — As I was attending her hufband I faw the firft approaches 
of her diforder, and on the evening of the day fhe was firft at- 
tacked directed her to take an emetic, and to bathe her feet in 
warm water. 

The next morning her fkin was very hot ; pulfe frequent >, 
head-ach not better ; lhe had not flept, and complained of a fore 
throat ; on infpection the uvula and tonfils appeared inflamed, 
and fome mucus was collected in the back of the fauces ; fhe 
had had no ftool for two days. I ordered a clyfter immediately ; 
afterwards a gentle purgative ; tincture of rofes for a gargle. — 
In the evening all the fymptoms were milder. The phyfic had 
operated twice. I ordered the pediluvium to be repeated. 

Third day. She complained of a fmarting, itching, and (as 
fhe expreffed herfelf) tingling pain in her tongue, and through 
the whole infide of her mouth. Her tongue was of a bright red 

colour 
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colour and dry, but clean. She was thirfty, but complained that 
her drink was unpalatable, though acidulated with lemon juice. 
She had no moifture on her fkin. Had gone to llool once. Slept 
tolerably well the night before. The febrile fymptoms were miti- 
gated, but the cynanche unabated. I ordered nothing but the 
faline julep. 

FoItrth Day. There appeared on her tongue a pellucid veficle 
of about an inch long, and near half an inch broad, turgid with 
a faintly yellowifh ferous fluid. A fmaller one of the fame kind 
appeared on the infide of the left cheek. The fenfation which 
they occafioned the defcribed as being fimilar to that which the 
had experienced before their eruption, but greater in degree, and 
fomewhat as if they were full of fcalding water. This day her 
Ikin was cooler, but her pulfe very weak, irregular and about 
ninety in a minute. She had had two loofe ftools. I pre- 
fcribed half a drachm of the red Peruvian bark, very finely pow- 
dered, to be taken every two hours in a goblet of wine and water. 
Imperial for common drink. The tin&ure of rofes to be changed 
for an emollient gargle, 

Fi fth day. Three veficles fimilar to the former appeared on her 
cheft and right arm. Other fymptoms nearly as before. Pulfe 
not fo feeble. Medicines were continued. 

Sixth day. Her ftomach rejected the bark. Two new veficles 
appeared on her neck and cheek. Her breath was foetid. She had 
had fome low delirium in the night. Pulfe eighty-eight, and very 
weak. No fenfe of tafte.' I prefcribed a decoction of bark, one 
ounce, in which fhould be diffolved half a drachm of vegetable 

alkali, 
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alkali, to be taken every two hours ; and immediately after each 
dofe half an ounce of the fame decodion mixed with fix drachms 
of lemon juice. Cyder or porter for common drink. 

Seventh Day. There was little change. The medicines were 
continued. 

Eighth day. The veficles on the infide of the mouth and on 
the tongue difappeared, and the cuticle which had been ele- 
vated was fhrivelled and of a brownifh colour. Deglutition was 
difficult, and, as fhe faid, painful through the whole infide of 
her throat. Pulfe eighty, and rather ftronger. Bowels regular. 
Medicines were continued. 

Ninth Day. The cuticle on the parts formerly occupied by ve- 
ficles in the infide of the cheek and on the tongue had cracked, 
and was peeling ofF: the parts underneath appeared raw and 
fore. Deglutition had now become fo painful, that fhe refufed 
medicine, food and even drink. She could not bear the flight- 
eft preffure on the neck. A new veficle appeared under her right 
ear. Some purulent matter appeared on the back of the pharynx, 
the origin of which however was not difcernible. Pulfe eighty- 
fix, and of nearly the fame ftrength. I prefcribed a clyfter 
of warm water : After its operation another of new milk and 
decodion of bark, equal parts : the fame to be repeated four 
hours afterwards. At night an anodyne clyfter, with fifty drops 
of thebaic tindure. White liniment for the fores. 

Tenth day. The veficles on the cheft and right arm had difap- 
peared. The fores of the tongue and cheek were of a darker 

colour, 
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colour, and feemed to be healing. Some new veflcles appeared 
on the abdomen. Pulfe not fo weak. She refted well the former 
part of the preceding night, but was difturbed by an accident, 
and afterwards was much inclined to rove in her difcourfe 'till 
morning. Medicines were continued. 

Eleventh day. The fymptoms were nearly the fame as the 
day before. The veficles on the neck and cheek had difappeared, 
and the cuticle in thofe parts was fhrivelled and cracked. The 
epigaftric region was extremely fore, and this forenefs much in- 
creafed by preffure. The lafl clyfter of decoction of bark and 
milk adminiftered the day before was not retained. I or- 
dered falep to be fubftituted for milk : other medicines to be 
continued. 

Twelfth day. She could fwallow, though ftill not with- 
out pain. I directed the medicines which had been pre- 
fcribed the fourth day to be repeated : the others to be 
omitted. 

Thirteenth day. She vomitted fome blood along with the 
firft dofe of the bark. Pulfe eighty, and ftronger. The veficles 
under the ear and on the abdomen had difappeared. Several 
fmall veficles (not above the fize of a pea) arofe on the hypo- 
gaftric region of the abdomen, one on the labia pudendorum, 
and two on the left thigh. As fhe had taken fome bark which 
remained on her ftomach, I directed this medicine to be conti- 
nued, and an anodyne draught to be adminiftered at night. 

Fourteenth 
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Fourteenth day. She had two loofe ftools, much inter- 
mixed with blood, and complained of great forenefs of her belly, 
increafed by preffure. I jprefcribed a httle caftor oil. Other 
medicines as before, except the draught. 

Fifteenth day. She had had two flools fomewhat bloody the 
night before, and one almoft natural in the morning. Pulfe fe- 
venty-feven, and of pretty good flrength. Skin quite cool. 
Spirits better And fome little appetite. Menfes had appeared 
in the morning. I dire&ed the medicines to be continued as 
before. 

From this time ihe recovered apace, and in about a week had 
no complaint but weaknefs. Exercife, however, and the country 
air, foon completely re-eftablifhed her health. 

After this full ftaternent of a cafe very diftin&ly marked, it 
would be fuperfluous to add any thing by way of comment. I 
have only to obferve, that whether this diforder be contagious or 
not is a queftion which may poflibly ftill admit of fome doubt ; 
though from what I have feen, or been able to colled, I am 
inclined to think that it is not. Almoft all the inftan- 
ces of this diforder which are precife or well attefted I have 
enumerated ; and they are all folitary examples, no two of them 
having happened at the fame time or place. I fufpect, there- 
fore, that fome other diforders have been oftentimes miftaken 
for pemphigus ; and that from thence, or from fome preconceived 
theory, the notion has arifen When I was affiftant to Dr. Home, 
in the clinical ward of the infirmary at Edinburgh, a patient was 

fent 
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fent to us by Dr. Gregory, whofe cafe he " fuppofed * to be a be- 
" ginning pemphigus," and which he faid " was plainly contagious." 
In a note which he fent with this woman, he fays, " I faw a boy 
" five months ago in the fame clofe, very ill of the fame difeafe ; 
" and I am told by the people that feveral others, chiefly children, 
" have had the fame difeafe fince in the fame clofe." This ap- 
peared extremely forcible, and accordingly had its due weight with 
the ftudcnts. But in a day or two it appeared very evidently, 
that the difeafe of the woman whom Dr. Gregory had fent us, 
was merely topical. She had no fever. The veficles (which 
were fituated under the eye and upon the eye-lid) were of a 
pale red colour ; fome puftules filled with yellow matter ap- 
peared upon the brow at the fame time j and both of thefe 
vanifhed almoft immediately after fhe came into the infirmary ; 
fo that (he left it in three or four days perfe&ly well, having 
taken no medicine but the faline julep. This woman denied 
to Us that file had ever feen any one affected with veficles : 
and upon enquiring more particularly among different people 
in the fame clofe, I found that they were in general very 
unqualified to give a diftind account of the epidemic difeafe 
(whatever it was) with which the children had been affected : 
they feemed, however, to think it neither novel nor alarm- 
ing ; and by their defcription I Ihould rather take it to have 
been the chicken-pox, or fome fuch flight complaint, than the 
pemphigus. I can have no doubt that the boy Dr. Gregory 



* Though the diforder of this patient appeared eventually to be of a different 
nature, yet it mult be remembered that the approaches of moft difeafes are am- 
biguous, and that this fuppofition by no means tends to impeach the judgment of 
a gentleman who is equally diitinguiftted for his fkill and veracity. 
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mentioned he had feen was really afTe&ed with pemphigus ; but 
I think that the vague teftimony of the ignorant, indifcrimi- 
nating people of the clofe is to be allowed no weight in de- 
ciding this nice queftion. 

The nature of this diforder, as to its mildnefs or malignity, 
appears to vary confiderably. In fome inftances it is extremely 
mild, as in three of the cafes I have feen, one of them in this 
town with Dr. Fleury. In other inftances life is in the greateft 
danger ; thus in feveral of the cafes I have enumerated ftrong 
fymptoms of putrefcency were manifefted. 

With refpect to the method of cure of this diforder, the ge- 
neral fymptoms of weaknefs and tendency to putrefaction obvi- 
oufly point out the proper treatment. When the vehicles feize 
on the internal parts, irritation rauft be guarded againft by 
opiates, demulcents and gentle laxatives ; nourishment muft be 
fupplied ; and the grand remedies, bark and wine (efpecially the 
latter) muft be feduloufly adminiftered. 



